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The Shape of  the Twentieth Century 

The history of the twentieth century can be summarized--
excessively briefly--in five propositions:  

First, that the history of the twentieth century was 
overwhelmingly economic history.  

Second, that the twentieth century saw the material wealth 
of humankind explode beyond all previous imagining.  

Third, that because of advances in technology, productivity, 
and organization--and the feelings of social dislocation and 
disquiet that these advances generated--the twentieth 
century’s tyrannies were the most brutal and barbaric in 
history. 



Fourth, that the twentieth century saw the 
relative economic gulf between different 
economies grow at a rapid pace.  

Fifth, that economic policy--the management of 
their economies by governments--in the 
twentieth century was at best inept. Little was 
known or learned about how to manage a 
market or a mixed economy. 



The Larger Twentieth-Century World Context  

The 20th century revealed a world dominated by Western 
European Imperial interests. Events of World War I, the 
depression, and World War  II told a long story of how 
European nation-states in their competitive quest for alliances, 
more colonies, and new markets destroyed what they had 
gained.  

From a global perspective the first half of the 20th century is a  
story of how Western Europe lost its relative position of global 
power. The disappearance of the European dominance in 
1945 created a power vacuum. Within two years the United 
States and the Soviet Union replaced the old power structures 
as the new super powers. The Cold War replaced the fiery 
World War II inferno. 



Technology and Transportation 

20th century technologies altered the lives of ordinary  
peoples and the structure of their societies. A person 
whose life spanned  the greater part of the 20th century 
witnessed more technological change  than any other 
generation in human history.  

Streetcars and subways and later complex highway 
systems allowed peoples in industrialized societies to 
commute long distances to work by the end of the 
century. 



Urban Migration 

These changes were coupled with environment 
consequences as valuable agricultural lands and forest 
were cleared for highways. Air  pollution in urban 
centers increased. Urban migrations served as a 
prelude  to international migrations of peoples seeking 
work.  

They sent  money home to their families, became 
immigrants in a new land or simply returned home 
again. Turks migrated to Germany, Indians to South 
Africa, Chinese to Canada, Egyptians to the Gulf States 
and Mexicans to the United States.  



The Communications Revolution 

 Between 1850 and 1913 world trade expanded 
tenfold, aided by the use of telephones and telegraphs. 
As the century ended, world trade had fully recovered 
from the devastation of two world wars and a 
depression. 

Global trade was facilitated by the computer, the 
Internet, multinational corporations, and other  parts of 
a true communications  revolution. The sun never set 
on the global exchange nor on the news. Older forms 
of communications technology such as telephones and 
telegraphs have were augmented but not replaced by 
newer forms of technology.  



Newspapers and radios were supplemented by 
television. CNN was the first to establish continual 
international reporting around the globe. Now reports 
from even the most remote regions of the planet were 
transmitted by cell phone and modem to be 
circulated via web sites, television, radio,  
newspapers and magazines. 



One Hundred Years Ago 
Bob Hope was born (May 1903) 

The Wright Brothers Flew (Dec, 1903) 

Average Life Expectancy was 47 

14% of homes had a bathtub 

8% of homes had a telephone 

A three minute call from Denver to New York cost 11 dollars 

There were 8, 000 cars in the US and only 144 miles of paved roads 

The maximum speed in most cities was 10 miles per hour 

Alabama, Mississippi, Iowa and Tennssee were more heavily populated than California.  
California, 1.4 million, was only the 21st most populous state in the Union 

Average pay was 300 dollars a year 

The highest paid professional was a veterinarian at $4000 dollars a year 

95% of all births in the US took place at home 

Sugar cost 4 cents a pound.  Eggs were 14 cents a dozen.  Coffee was 15 cents a pound 

Most women only washed their hair once a month and used borax or eggs yolks to 
shampoo.



One Hundred Years Ago 
The five leading causes or death in the US were 1. Pneumonia, 2. Tuberculosis 3. 

Diarrhea, 4. Heart disease and 5. Stroke 

The American flag has 45 stars.  Arizona, Oklahoma, New Mexico, Hawaii and Alaska 
had not been admitted to the Union. 

The population of Las Vegas, Nevada was 30. 

Canned beer and iced tea had not been invented. 

There were no Mother’s or Father’s Day 

One in ten US adults could not read or write. 

Only 6% of All Americas had graduated from high school.  

Marijuana, heroin, and morphine were all available over the counter at corner 
drugstores.  According to one pharmacists, “Heroin clears the complexion, gives 

buoyancy to the mind, regulates the stomach and bowels, and is, in fact, a perfect 
guardian of health.” 

Eighteen percent of households in the US had a least one full-time servant or domestic. 

There were only 230 reported murders a year in the entire US. 

Worldwide cities in the industrial north claimed the top 10 largest cities in the world.  
London was the largest at 6.5 million.  Population of the world is 1.5 billion. 





Global Events Influential  
in the 20th Century
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The Death of Queen Victoria
• Most of Europe is ruled by 

monarchies 

• The beginning of the 
century is called the ‘Belle 
Epoch’ – the beautiful era 

• People are very positive 
about the new century – 
what will it bring?



The Titanic
❖This great ship gives us a look at what life 
is like for people at the beginning of the 
20th Century 

❖The rich live in great comfort and luxury. 

❖Many poor people find life so difficult, 
they have to leave their homeland and 
emigrate to places to make a new start.



World War One 1914 -18

All the optimism of the beginning of 
the 20th Century is shattered with the 
outbreak of World War One. 

Deaths – 8,538,315 soldiers died 

Was it all worth it? 



The Jazz Age

The war brings a lot of change, for example: 

1. Women find greater freedom 

2. Young people have greater freedom 

3. More people can vote 

4. With peace, people enjoy themselves, going to music halls, dance 
halls and listen to the great musicians of the Jazz Age.



The Partition of Ireland 1921



Other partitions in the twentieth century

Two other parts of the British  Empire 
as well as Ireland were partitioned  
• India in 1947 
• Palestine 1947 
• What other countries  were partitioned 

during this century?



1929 The Wall Street Crash

In 1929, when a lot of people thought 
that could enjoy themselves the stock 
market crashed. 

Many people lost a lot of their savings. 

After 11th Sept, many people have lost a 
lot of money on the stock market. In 
1929, this was a lot worse.



The Rise of Fascist Leaders
With people suffering because they had lost a lot of money, they were willing 
to vote for leaders who promised them everything. In Italy and Germany, 2 
fascist leaders take charge.

Hitler Mussolini



The Outbreak of World War 2

In 1939, Britain and France go to war against Germany and Italy. Russia and 
America later join them.

Death Toll: 50 million people



The Holocaust

During WW2 – 6 million Jews are exterminated by the Germans. 

How could mankind slaughter fellow human beings just because of their 
race or religion?



Other genocides in the 20th Century

• Under Stalin 30 million of his own people, died. 

• Iraq – it is estimated 300,000 Kurds have been killed by 
Saddam’s forces (1983-87). 

• Somalia (1991 +) -  Civil War 50,000 killed in fighting and 
300,000 dead of starvation (in 23 months following Jan. 1991)  

• Bosnia and Herzegovina (1992-95) 250,000 killed 

• Northern Ireland :  3,506 



Rock 'n' Roll 
•After the war there is a boom. 

•Many people have new gadgets in their houses 
e.g. fridges and washing machines 

•Many families can afford a car 

•National Health Service means that people’s 
health improves 

•People enjoy going to the movies and listening 
to Rock ‘n’ Roll.



The Cold War

•No sooner as WW2 is over, the 
Cold War breaks out between the 
West and the USSR. 

•Although World War 3 does not 
break out, there are wars in Korea, 
Vietnam, Afghanistan.  

•People live under the threat of 
Nuclear War.



Peace Protests

•Many people in America do not agree with the 
war in Vietnam. 

•For example, American bombers drop chemicals 
on the fields of Vietnam, innocent children’s 
skin is burned. 

•People hold lots of protest rallies against the 
war.



Peace not War

•The Hippy movement emerges in the 1960s and 
1970s. 

•Their slogan is Peace not War 

•Teenagers and young people enjoy a lot more 
freedom 

•Martin Luther King organises marches for Civil 
Rights for black people in America. 

•There are civil rights marches in N.Ireland. 



  Punk  1970s

During the 1980s, the Punk movement 
emerges. Young people challenge authority 
and dress as they want. It was about 
individuality.



The Gulf War - 1991

With the fall of the Berlin wall in 1989, USSR is no longer viewed as the enemy by 
the West. 

Instead a new threat emerges – Saddam Hussein the leader of Iraq invades Kuwait. 
The West fights the Gulf War and removes Saddam from Kuwait. He remains a 
dictator of Iraq. 

The West try to put pressure on the people of Iraq to remove Saddam by placing 
economic sanctions on Iraq. 



Live Aid

Live Aid is held in response to the famine 
in Ethiopia. While the Western world 
prospers during the 1980s and 1990s, 
the Third World starves.



The Good Friday Agreement 1998

• The Good Friday Agreement was reached in 
Belfast on 10th April 1998. 

• This agreement set out how Northern Ireland 
was to be ruled by establishing a Northern 
Ireland Assembly.  

• Britain had helped to rule Northern Ireland 
since partition in 1921 but under the terms of 
the agreement Britain gave up this role. This 
is called DEVOLVED government.



Terrorist attacks 

in the U.S. 

Nine Eleven 

2000
The Islamist terrorist  group  
AL -Qaeda carried out a  
series of attacks on the  
United Sates killing nearly  
3000 people.



The invasion of Iraq 2003 

• This invasion was led by the U.S and 
other countries including Britain. The 
invasion was the start of the current 
war in Iraq. This war caused the 
overthrow and execution of Saddam 
Hussein and the establishment of a new 
government.



Barack Obama -2009 

America 
elects  
her first 
black 
President



President Einstein
Albert Einstein is one of 
the most celebrated 
figures of the 20th Century 
for his contributions to 
science, but some figures 
wanted to get him into 
more of a leadership role. 
Einstein was offered the 
role of President of Israel 
to guide the nation in its 
infancy to be a strong, 
successful nation. 
Although he turned the 
position down (in part 
because he feared that he 
did not have strong 
enough interpersonal 
skills), Einstein remained 
closely aligned with Israel 
throughout his lifetime.

Important, Ugly & Strange Facts from the 20th Century



Important, Ugly & Strange Facts from the 20th Century

People Cleaned Their 
Act Up
Many people daydream 
about what it would be 
like to talk to their 
ancestors, but if that 
situation ever arose you 
probably wouldn’t want 
to smell them. Daily (or 
even weekly) washing of 
the body did not become 
a social necessity until 
about halfway through 
the 20th century when 
advertising companies 
began persuading the 
public to buy soap, 
deodorant, shampoos, 
etc. by implying that 
“clean” people are more 
popular and successful.



Important, Ugly & Strange Facts from the 20th Century

Human Zoos
History is full of 
despicable acts of 
racism, but human 
exhibitions in zoos are 
on a level all their own. 
In 1906, the Bronx Zoo 
in New York City had an 
exhibit featuring Ota 
Benga, a “Bushman” 
from an unknown 
location in Africa who 
was kept in a monkey 
cage and forced to 
perform. A quarter of a 
million Americans came 
to observe. In 1916, 
Benga had enough of 
the Zoo and committed 
suicide.



Important, Ugly & Strange Facts from the 20th Century

Girls Go Wild for Coke
Moral standards were quite 
high for girls and women in 
early 20th-century society, 
where there were numerous 
rules having to do with 
appearance, behavior, and 
what books were acceptable 
for the female brain. 
However, things reached a 
bizarre height in 1911 when 
the US Food and Drug 
Administration confiscated 
40 barrels of Coca-Cola in 
order to keep it from girls in 
college, out of fear that all 
that sugar and caffeine 
would cause “wild nocturnal 
freaks, violation of college 
rules and female proprieties, 
and even immoralities.”



Important, Ugly & Strange Facts from the 20th Century

Fateful Travel
For a brief time in history, 
blimps were used as part of 
commercial travel and were 
thought to have a major 
future in aviation—they were 
also thought of as very 
fashionable since the upper-
class jet-set used them 
frequently. In 1937, however, 
people’s perception of 
airships changed forever 
when the Hindenburg 
Disaster occurred. While 
trying to land in New Jersey 
after traveling from Europe, 
the Hindenburg suddenly 
caught fire, and after almost 
half a minute, the entire 
vessel was engulfed in 
flames. Out of 36 passengers 
and 61 crew members 
onboard, 35 were killed in the 
disaster, and blimp travel 
rapidly declined from that 
day.



Important, Ugly & Strange Facts from the 20th Century
Baseball is Dangerous
When it comes to the risk of 
injury in sports, the usual 
culprits are contact sports like 
football or hockey. In 1920, 
however, baseball suddenly 
became a downright 
murderous sport. During a 
game between the Cleveland 
Indians and the New York 
Yankees, Yanks pitcher Carl 
Mays threw a pitch with a 
dirtied ball, hitting the left 
temple of Ray Chapman; the 
ball connected with such a 
crack that Mays assumed it 
was the sound of the bat 
hitting his pitch. Chapman lost 
consciousness and never 
awoke, a tragedy that led to 
“spitballs”—scuffed-up or 
altered baseballs—becoming 
illegal, but not, oddly enough, 
to the introduction of batting 
helmets (that happened 
decades later).



Important, Ugly & Strange Facts from the 20th Century

This dude save the world
It’s pretty amazing that 
humanity has made it into the 
21st century considering the 
near-misses of the previous 
century. While the world 
watched the Soviet Union and 
the United States duke it out 
during the Cuban Missile Crisis, 
they didn’t know just how close 
they came to destruction. A 
Russian submarine was deep 
underwater in the Caribbean 
when the USA started dropping 
mostly harmless depth charges 
in the water around Cuba. The 
crew, believing that WW3 had 
begun, argued whether they 
should launch the nuclear 
torpedo that they had on board, 
and came close to a unanimous 
vote to launch—thankfully, 
Senior Officer Vasili Arkhipov 
cast the one vote needed to 
stop the impending destruction.



A Good-for-Nothing, 
Boring Day
The 20th Century 
contained endless 
scandals, skirmishes, 
surprises, and sass, but 
it also had its off-days. 
April 11th, 1954, to be 
specific, is classified as 
the most boring day of 
the century due to its 
lack of births, deaths, or 
significant events. 
Scientist William 
Tunstall-Pedoe used his 
own search engine True 
Knowledge to find this 
day on which nothing of 
real significance 
occurred; it happened to 
be a Sunday.

Important, Ugly & Strange Facts from the 20th Century


